Almost a Blue-

by LCdr. Michael Miklaski

ow many of ushave across-country tale
where agood deal turned into anightmare?
Most cross-countrieslive up to our expecta
tions, but every oncein awhile, something turnsso bad
that we haveto stop and assessjust what caused it to go
wrong. Thisisastory about one of thoseflights.
| consider mysdlf lucky to haveawifewho letsme
do cross-countrieson aregular basis. Whenyou're
stationed in Japan, the cross-country locationsare
decent. The caveat wasthat | had to buy some nice
(read expensive) trinkets or complete 75 percent of the
shopping list she handed to me at the door to keep my
good-deal meter running. Thisparticular trip wasto
Osan, and, fortunately, | still had enough in the bank
account to meet the demands of the agreement.
Thisflight wasto be an easy, relaxing hop—just ring
out the back end whilethe pilotsgot their instrument nav
checks. After an uneventful trip out to Osan, we
refueled and secured our Hawkeye, bagged somelunch,
and headed out the main gatefor shop-till-you-drop ops.
The next day, after completing our secondary
mission, we had the goodies brown-paper wrapped at
the pack-and-wrap. After depositing the larger items at
the post officefor the free ride home (abenny of being
oversess. free mail), we headed back to the plane. The
preflight planning and crew briefing went smoothly. As
we briefed crew duties during engine starts, we
decided | would bethelucky oneto draw thejob of
plane captain. When an E-2 goes on across-country,
one of the NFOsusually functionsasaplane captainto
ensurethat everything isdone correctly, particularly
when at another service' sbase. Thisduty includes
briefing the ground crew on our start procedures, what
to expect and when, and what to do in an emergency.
Wetold the airman at base opsthat we needed aride
to our aircraft and asked himtotel theground-mainte-
nance personnel to meet usat theaircraft for thestart. As
we pulled up totheaircraft, | noticed that the start-cart
was positioned exactly wherewe asked it to be placed,
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outboard the starboard nacelle, with the exhaust pos-
tioned behind thewing. Theeectrica cart wasjust
behind, with dl the connectionsmade. AnAir Force
sergeant gpproached usaswe got out of thetruck and
introduced himsdlf asthe entire start crew. He gpologized
that hewastheonly one, but becausetherewasan
exercisegoing on, dl theotherswereworking € sawhere.

Thefirgt thing I noticed about him wasthat hewas
about 6feet 5inchestal. The next wasthat heworeonly
aT-shirt, cammiepants, yellow sun glasses, and had his
Mickey Mouseearsaround hisneck (no cranid).

Astherest of the crew started preflighting, |
briefed him. Walking him around the aircraft, | de-
scribed the entire procedure. First, wewould start the
starboard engine, then hewould haveto pull theair
hose, then movetheair cart to the port sideand do it
again, finally returning to the starboard sideto remove
theelectrical cords. | walked the dog with al the hand
signals. He assured me hewould belooking at me
during the entire start sequence.

Most importantly, | instructed him on how to
approach thenacelle. | directed himtowalk downthe
wing lineuntil hereached the nacelle, then duck under-
nesth the exhaust, and proceed forward into the
wheelwell to removethe hose. Next, hewas supposed
to go to the fusel age el ectric-power receptaclesand
removetheplugs, then exit theareain reverse order. He
listened intently as| emphasized that under no circum-
stance was heto approach the exhaust or the props.
The sergeant dutifully acknowledged that he understood
the consequences of not heeding my warnings.

Whilel wasbriefing him, | asked if hehad ever
worked around props before. He said that he had,
around C-130s, but not with an aircraft wherethe
propswere so closeto the ground, nor where hewould
have to approach them so close. | assured him that if
he heeded my words of wisdom, nothing would go
wrong. He then donned his hearing protectors and
yellow sunglasses and manned theair cart.
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The starboard-engine start went like clockwork.
| directed the sergeant to remove the air hose; he
acknowledged and started to work hisway toward
the nacelle. As| kept awary eye on him, he did
exactly asinstructed, removing the air hose and
moving out of the nacelle. All thetime, | could see
he had one eye on the prop, which was good; at
least | was sure hewouldn’t walk into it. Fear is
sometimes agood thing.

Hethen moved theair cart to the port sideand
duplicated the procedure. When both engineswere
turning, he moved the cart out of the way and returned
to the starboard side of the aircraft to removethe
power cord and movetheelectrical cart.

The PIC directed theremoval of the power cords,

which | acknowledged and tel egraphed to the sergeant.

Herogered thesignal and thisiswheretime shifted to
dow motion. For somereason, he picked up abrisk
pace toward the engine about four to six feet behind
thewing. | could tell he had no intention of ducking
underneath the engine exhaust. | guess he was confi-
dent after having approached the enginestwice. | tried
to get hisattention, but hewasn’t looking at me. All |
could do from that point waswatch.

When hefinally reached the exhaust flow, inthe
full erect position, it looked asif someone had punched
himin the head. His head went straight back and his
feet got airbornein the opposite direction. He hit the
ground and started rolling aft, with hisMickey Mouse
earsand sunglasses tumbling ahead of him, being
blown toward agrassy areajust behind the E-2.

| signaled the pilotsto stand by and ran around the
starboard wing and then aft toward the sergeant. By
thetime| reached him, hewas hunched over covering
hiseyes. | moved him out of the exhaust areaand
went after hisglassesand ears. When | returned, he
was rubbing his eyes and was complaining about them
burning. Thisiswhen | got agood ook at hisface.
Most of hishair wassinged, hiseyebrowswereall but
gone, and hiseyeswere red from the heat and fumes.

After afew minutes, he assured me hefelt good
enough to get back to hiswork center on hisown. |
recommended he go to thefirst-aid station instead. |
found out later that hewasn’t injured.

Whenl finally gotinthe E-2 (I had to closethemain
entrance hatch myself, seemshedidn’t want to ap-
proach the port engine again), | told the crew about the
incident. Thepilotsinitialy thought theremight have
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been afirein theright engine because of my hasty
departure. However, they didn't have afirelight, that |
hadn’t gonefor thefire bottle and was|ast seen running
past theengine. Still, becausethey couldn’t see, they had
no ideawhat was happening. | had noway or timeto let
them know exactly what was going on.

A few weeksl|ater, adifferent crew returned on
another good dedl flight, and | asked if the sergeant
was OK. The other ground crew members said that he
was, but he had no intentions of starting any more E-
2s. Can't say that | blame him.

Now, whenever | go on cross-countries, | insist
on more than one person as a start crew, and always
use this story to emphasi ze the importance of respect-
ing turboprop engines and exhausts. | still wonder
today if | could have prevented thisincident. Had this
sergeant been wearing acranial, eye covers, and a

long-dleeved shirt, he might have avoided theinjuries
hereceived, despite hislapsein judgement. Everyone
must respect aturning aircraft engine. That’swhy we
paint those nice warnings at the intakes and exhausts.
We need to heed those warnings regardless of
service, particularly if it hasahuge food processor on
the front of the engine.

LCdr. Miklaski flies with VAW-115. At the time of this incident,
he was a first-tour JO.

We can all re-learn the dangers of working
around unfamiliar aircraft. Although this story
concerns an Air Force-Navy setup, how many times
have you seen a Sailor or Marine walk into danger,
even though he knows the consequences. It hap-
pens, and we always need to be on guard, ground
and flight crews—Ed.
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